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In the early 1990s around 80 per cent of mothers that had A-levels or a degree were

marr ied or cohabited w ith the biological father of their child(ren). While high and

middle educated mothers looked very s imilar in terms of their l iv ing arrangements,

among those w ith lower levels of educat ion only 70 per cent l ived w ithin such a

tradit ional family setup. Twenty-five years ago, cohabitat ion was also rare among

women w ith children regardless of their educat ional background. 

Over the last 25 years differences in families’ l iv ing arrangements have become much

starker. This polar isat ion has been dr iven by changes among those w ith low and

middle level qual ificat ions; for mothers w ith degrees there has been v irtually no shift

in l iv ing arrangements w ith the ma jor ity cont inu ing to marry and l ive w ith the father

of their child(ren). 

The family l ives of those w ith low or middle levels of educat ion have, on the other

hand, radically changed. While the ma jor ity cont inue to l ive w ith their children as a

couple, the share that are marr ied has dropped substant ially to just 42 per cent of

mothers w ith GCSEs and 51 per cent of those w ith A-levels. Conversely, mothers are

much more l ikely to be cohabitat ing w ith their child(ren) ’s father, w ith 12 to 13 per

cent of those w ith low of middle levels of educat ion cohabit ing in the mid-2010s,

compared to three to four per cent in the early 1990s.

GROWING INEQUALITIES IN MARRIAGE AND

COHABITATION

FAMILY STRUCTURE IS DIVERGING BY EDUCATION

There have been few changes in family l ife for mothers w ith degrees, three

quarters of whom are marr ied and l iv ing w ith the father of their children. 

Today just 43 per cent of those w ith low levels of educat ion, and 52 per cent of

those w ith intermediate levels, are marr ied. This marks a substant ial reduct ion

s ince the early 1990s when two-thirds of the low educated and three-quarters of

the middle educated were marr ied. 

For those w ithout degrees cohabitat ion has become much more common. 

Rates of lone parenthood have also grown substant ially: 43 per cent of mothers

w ith only GCSEs had exper ienced lone motherhood in 2015/16, and 35 per cent of

those w ith A-levels. 

By 2015/16 the ma jor ity of lone mothers had never been marr ied. 



THE RISE IN LONE MOTHER FAMILIES AND ROUTES 

INTO LONE MOTHERHOOD

In the early 1990s, around 

one-in-five middle and high 

educated mothers had 

exper ienced family breakdown 

compared to 31 per cent of 

those w ith only GCSEs or 

equ ivalent. Among those who 

had exper ienced lone 

motherhood, around half were 

divorced or separated (nine 

per cent of middle and high 

educated mothers, and 13 per 

cent w ith low levels of 

educat ion). 

For those with middle and higher levels of education being a never married lone mother was still 

rare, although almost one-on-ten of the less educated became lone parents without having 

previously married. A further 13 per cent of low educated, and nine per cent of middle educated, 

mothers lived in step or blended families although this family form remained rare among those 

with degrees. 

In 2013/14-2015/16 divergences 

in family forms had w idened. While 

there was v irtually no change in 

the exper ience of lone motherhood 

for women w ith degrees among 

those w ith those w ith low or 

middle qual ificat ions the 

exper ience of lone motherhood had 

become much more common: 45 

per cent of low-educated mothers 

and one-third of those w ith 

middle-levels of educat ion had at 

some point exper ienced lone 

parenthood.

Routes to lone motherhood had also changed substant ially, w ith far more lone mothers 

never hav ing marr ied (21 per cent of mothers w ith low levels of educat ion and 16 per 

cent of those w ith middle levels of qual ificat ions) while the share that were divorced or 

separated either showed l ittle change or fell (around ten per cent in both educat ion 

groups).
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